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This debut recording by Las Cantantes, the women’s choir of The University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, is a little gem in many ways.  First off, the group itself, which had 19 members during the 2007-2008 academic year, sounds well schooled and well prepared, and the actual singing laid down during the May 2008 recording sessions is solid for an amateur/student ensemble.  Second, the repertoire chosen by conductor Maxine Thevenot mixes familiar holiday fare, most of it in new arrangements, with pieces being recorded for the first time.  Third, there are excellent supporting musicians—organist Iain Quinn, harpist Lynn Gorman DeVelder, oboist Claudia Giese, and percussionist Jeff Cornelius, and their fine contributions help even out some of the choir’s vocal inconsistencies, which are few, though noticeable, especially in moments of tight blend.   Finally, even through the nonvisual medium of a CD, one can feel how precisely and warmly Thevenot conducts this music and how carefully recording engineer Brent Stevens worked to make each piece come to life.  (The venue was Albuquerque’s Cathedral Church of St, John.)  I listened to this on the car stereo, on the computer, and on the home system, and I enjoyed it each time.  

Among the best moments are Albuquerque composer Frederick Frahm’s sensitive and piquant Magnificat & Nunc Dimittis, ethereally sung by the group and deftly accompanied by Quinn; UNM professor Bradley Ellingboe’s Magnificat, also a compelling setting of the biblical text with the unusual yet very effective accompaniment of marimba and oboe; and John Rutter’s big-scaled Dancing Day, a selection of carols and interludes.  In the many movements of this third piece, DeVelder sounds especially fine, and the women’s voices often blossom like Christmas roses.   Additional selections include Praetorius’ exuberant Psallite, which gets the disc off to a shaky start that soon clears up; Langlais’ Ave Mundi Gloria, new to me; the effective arrangement of Silent Night; and a sweetly sung take on Hugh Martin and Ralph Blane’s Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas arranged by Ellingboe.  As the cherry on the cupcake, the liner booklet offers full and accurate repertoire notes, comprehensive performer biographies, and original-language texts and English translations of the full program.  I wish some of the big labels did as well as Raven does here.

